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ABSTjRACT 



I The author discusses the metft^idqlogical problems 

faciig researchers interested in studying black cominunication, some 
cf which ar^ the same problems encorntered by students of 
intercultural commtinication. While the study of, black *commimication ^ 
must deal with^ the usual problems of obtainirw^ primary' resources-, 
establishing the appropriate methodologies, <leveloping a comihunity of 
scholars, and developing methods of disseminating, information, .the 
development of the area of, black communication is also hampered to a 
large degree by its intercultixral dimension. Specif ica:|.ly, a ^ 
reference to "black" communication calls attention to the fact that a 
distinct cultural group exists and that this group's communication is 
substantially different from that of others. The author concludes 
that the researcher is faced' with the problems of- (1) defining black 
in a way that is consistent\ with an attitude of mind rather than a 
designation of race, (2)^ understanding that blacks- are not simply a 
neglected population that is either devoid of culture or an 
incomplete form of the "dominant" culture, and (3) developing 
research methodologies that ar^^ba^ed upon primary assumptions that 
are the- same as those supporting black conununication. (L(S) 
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In terms of being an area of study that was vneglected in the past 

^ ' . \ I ^ ■ 

a^d an area ^of 'study that^'is now iir;^diiig^U« way into speech communication 
curricula, the/students of Bl^ck conimunication face many ot the same 
problems that are faced by, students of intei*cultur^^l communication. 
Problems related to research, training, and teaching abound in both 
areas of study. While the study of Black communication fac^s the usual 
problems of obtaining primary resources, establishing appropriate 
methodologies, developing a community of scholars, « developing methods 

\t ' . i 

/ 

of disseminating information, etc*, the development of the area of Black 
communication is also to a large degree h€Hnp,ered by its interculturar 
dimension. 

The very act of speaking of Blarck communication, as opposed to 
simply speaking ^oi communication implies many of the factors that are 
commonly thought of when one speaks of intercultural communication. 
Specifically, a reference to Black communication calls attention to the fact 
that ^ distinct cultural group exists, and the fact that the cultural group's 
communication ia substantially differently from hon-Blaoks. The perceived 
intercultural dimension ot Black communication becomes even more clear 
when we realize that the call for the study of Black communication came 
out of a situation in which Blaqks and non-Blacks, particularly many of 
those of t^he^ white race, were having serious problems in terms rf 
interacting with each other politically^ physically, and symbolically. 
While the multi -^faceted problem y>f racism in North America, Europe, 

and Africa is not oimply a problekn of intercultural comniunication, 

\ ' • 
certainly some of the problems cm be accounted fol" in these termi* 



It is maintained here that one of the nnanyr results of racism is that 

over a period of time the life experiences of the x>ppressor and the oppressed 

f 

have become so divergent that communication between them can be thought 
of as an intercultural communication situation. ^ However, the intercultural . 
dimension of tlfe situation is often missed because of the perceptual bias, 
dognia, and general ignorance that people have with regard to the oppressed* 
For example, it is all too often falsely assumed tha^V^sidence in i^merica 
and the speaking of English have resolved whatever cultural 'differences that 
existed between Blacks and Whites. I believe that if researchers hold 
false assumptions such as this one,^then their attempt to study Black 
communication will be a problem of intercultural communication. ^In ) 
addition to disspelling false assumptions, we must have a sound theoretical 

and philosophical framework from which to work if w^'are to have progress 

* / • * ■ 

in Black communication researchi. Many of the problems' of conducting 
research, training, and teaching in Black commvmication stem from the 
absence of a sound conceptual framework. In their efforts to rapidly 
develop the area of Black communication, would be researchers in this 
area have all too often failed to grasp the full implication of tlilT fact that 
the very act of studying Black conununication has intercultural 
communication dimensions. One of the bakic ways in which this factHs ' 

] . ■ - ■> ■ ... ■■ . 

ignored is by researchers desiring to begin* with ihe question of how to 

i ^ 

conduct research in this area. 



I 



f 

f have often been asked, '^What.kind of studies -sliould we be doing 



cind of 8l 



^at ttiis'timenn BlaCk ^ohimuniGation? That i^^i do we need to conduct 
experimental studies, historical studies, ca#^ studies, or what? ShouVd 
we u6e a behavioral science approach or should we use a more intuitive * 

■. • ■ • • 7" 

approach?'* In short, I feceive quite a few questions on how to conduct 
research in this area. I think that this immediate concern with how 
occurs because for various reasons people want to collect sonrie data in 
ord^r to have tangible things to discuss and teach about/< However, in 
spit^ of their reasons, I do not believe' that real progress can be made in 
this area/if we begin with the^aestion of how.^ Moreover, I believe that when 
\t comes to the stu^/^of Black communication, it is a cultural bias that 
leads tct tlie asking of questions cpncertAng how befq^re askifng and 
answering questions about what, who , and why ? This cultural bias iii part 



^ ^tbms froni the false assumption that Blacks in ^merica^are ndt culturally { 



different from whites, and anjE^difference^ that do exist are either failures^ J 



/ 



opposed 




to )>ecome fully assimilated or Innate differienc^s on the parts of Blacks 4^ 

■W' ^ ' ■ ' . ■ • ■ 

chat do' not permit them to become futly human. This cultural biai a 

. ^ . / . • . 

stems from a b&iic cultural difference in Black communication as 
■'■ to scientific rnethoda of inquiry. Specifically, Black communication i^ more 
of a funct)ion of what , who, and why as opposed to how. Black 
communication never has content subservient to fprm, and the researcher 
. who begins with form is immediately on theltrail of intercultural 
.\ ( communication difficulties^ More will be said about this later. Before 



we proceed farther with this matter, we must realize that even the what 



of Black communication is confusing fp'r many, ' ^ 

There are thl>se who ts^k about Blftck communicatipn and their' } 
meaning of Black is derived fr^m the n^ative coiinotatiyns of the color 
word in English/ i. e. ^uU/ bad, evil, illegal, etc, I hope that %veryone 
can easily see how this meaning of Black would" simply lead^to researWh 

V.J 

rnto-the t>sychopathology of racists and* not provide enlightenment on the 
communicaxion ef Black people. There -are others who use the word' 
Black to refer to race. ' ^ ^ 

The use of Black in reference to a particular race {Hits the researche 

' i 

dn a little safer ground than when the reference is merely to the<;iie^ative 
connotations of the color word. However, the use of Black to refer to race 
can only^be' used as a sign post since we have not conducted research that 
detxionstrates that the characteristics of race .have f undapi^ntal* effcfcts^ on 

•"• ■ ■ ■ > , . / ■ 

the complex behavior of people. Black,, used to refer to raoe, derives its 
significance as, a sign post because of its correlation, which is far from^, 
a one to one relationship, with the root caHisee of behavioral differences 
across cultures, i.e. the primary ass un^ptions which make up omml 

- \ ■■ ■ \ ( -• 

attitude of mind . Only when we use Black to referyo a particular attitude 
of mind can we truly ~make progress in the^area of Black communication^ 
Coming to grips with this Black attitude of mind is also what, for many 

■ . • ^- ■• ' • ■ 

people, makes the study of Black eommumcatioit*^ problem of intercultural 
communication. Accordingly^ understanding th^Blgck attitude of mind. 



constitutes one of the primar^ obstacles to research in Black communibatioa. 

An attitude of mind can be equated with the concept of world view if 
one means by world view how one lives as opposed to oxie*s intellectual 
understanding of the world, i, e/ a view of the- world. An attitude pi mi^id 
is-made up of what might;be called ^imary assvimption?;* P^infary;^ 

- ' ' : . 

assumptions are those first, religious, philosophical points that give birth 
to a culture. Culture itself can be thought of as that organized patted 
of behavior that is the function of an integrated set of primary,, religious; 
philosophical assumptions. We'ha^e intercultural. communication situations 
when two or njore people corhe*.togcther with different sets of primary 

assumptions. It*%s not .the differenced in symbols that primarily account- 

* ' " * ^ , , ^ 

^ for if^terc^ultural difficulties. The synfibo|s are merely physical barrierk. 
which can be ovesccl^e with sufficient training^ ^he primary^ assumptions 
are psychological ^b^ries^ which might ^ot have been overcome even^> 
when the two or more people aire using the same symbols since theses ^ 
^inriary assumptions are ii^an^y^n in^ ' 
of living. X^e problem for conducting research in J^ack communication^ 

^s^to af certain'^ the primary assumptions, that make up*th/& Eilack attitude 

' • < # - * * 

of mind. iJnless this*is^.done, the behavioral^Hanifestations of Blacljc 
topnmuhication cannot help but be dlstortfedjby b.eing evaluated in terms of 
the primary assumptions b^vth^ researcher. As a Jamaican friend o{ rrun^ 
stated, in order to conduct research on a given group of people, '!you *^ 
must Uarn to see as they s^e and hear as^.they heAr. P^^ntiaL researchers 



in -Black communication all too often assume that Blacks see as the researche 

see^and hear as the researcher hears, and thus the only problem in 

studying Blitck communication is to decide on area priorities. In order 

to clarify this point, let us '^riefly consider how the primary assumptions 

.of the academic stream of thought riiight be incompatible with the primary 

assumptions that fojster Black conunimicatibn* 

^ One'*bf ihe fundamental, differences .between the academic stream qf 

' thought aiid Bla;ek tommunicat ion might enlail on^'s understanding of cause 

. and eff^t. By its emphasis on objectivity, quantification, empirical veri- 

^flcation, etc., the acaden^c 'stream of thought might lead one to believe 

^that the world of causation is quite * visible, and therefore, . is capable of 

visible verificatiom However, one of the orimarjj assurpptions of the African 

world view is that the invisible ^orld constitutes th^ world o£ causation " 

and the visible world merely constitutes the world of 'effects* With this 

fupdameiftal difference in primary assuinpt^oii^^JLan Irilercultural, metho- * r ' 

•* * •'»' 

dological question is raised* How does .one develop research methodologies , 

that are in keeping with the primary assomp^on that the invisible . 

subjective world i^ the world of causaifon, and the objective, ^visible ^ 

empirical Vorld is^he world of^ect? Perhaps an adclltional* illustration 

will suffice to poihi; to the int^cuitural methodological problems for 

i ' • ■ • ^ • * - * 

studying Black conimunication. : * ' - - % 

As was stated earlier. Black commuitic&tion doesyiot have content. 

subservient to form. However, so much of what the icademic stream of 

... , c'. ' • - ' • • ■ 

thovight U concerned with, is form. Comber for example the communication 

•• ; -^^ ■) ■ - 0 •■ •■ ■ ,• 



process in the traditional ^froamerican church. Many scientifically oriented 
researchers seem to be interested in classifying the various responses that 
are made by members of the congregation*^ documenting the rate of responses 
etc. i^iowever, it is held here that the most imTportant Aspect of the 
comrniinication process in the traditional Afroamerican church y& the < 
invisible factor that gives rise tAthis antiphonal pattern. Thus, it is held* ^ 

th. c a Black'' understanding of Black retigious communication must first 

1 ' ' ' \ ' ^ " ' ^ ' ^ 

come to grips with the rudiments of African religion^ mythology, and folk- 

lore'^- alt of which are in contradiction to»the imddrpinnings of the academic 

Stream of thought/ ' ^ v 

A finaMUu8t|:atioh is biased upon Sidney Willhelm's discussion of 

scientific objectivity and scientific ^^^arch. According to Willhetm,' 

'V, * . t •"Objectivity" A per^ps the foremoa|; expression ^ • 

' • • * .of ttie^s'cientific spirit; detachmept, a non-committal 
-V * attitude, ranks as the hallmark for scientific inquiry. ^ 



We can immediately see the ^ntercaltural problem of the scientific 

attitude of objectivty when one realises that Black communication is best 

f / * ^ , . . 

char/aQteri^ed by the opposites of the adjec<;iVe^d8ed itl describing the 

scientific metho^. Black^copitnunication is subjective as opposed to 

objective. Black communication emphasizes personal involvement as 

opposed to detachment. Black communication involves an attitude of. 

full commitment ^s opposed to non-commitment, A second quote from 



' ' Sidney' Willhelm, '^Veliskovsky^s Challenge to the Scientific 
Cstabllshmeat/* Pensee, Volume 3, Number I, Winter, 1973, p. 32. 



y 



Willhelm might further defvKe the problem that is b^ing considered in this 
paper. , - ^ 

t 

. . • one is expected to be professional in order to 
implant objective scholafuhiip, a/id this can only 
be atcomplishec} by posing inquiries logical^ 
connected with established theories ra^ther than coping 

^ with anomalies discovered within ph^dm^na. 

^ Indeed, objectivity to|vard facts .corfipels jiis to disguisfe 

. ^ * v facts; we are obliged to distaiice^ourselvls from the- 

realm of data selected for examinationr in order to avoid 
any change of bias in scientific discovery. Objectivity; , 
. \ then, moves us away from empirical validation and • 
^ into theory with the fatal flaw that we eo^ai^e in 

futile evaluation of rival hypothesis at the ex^^ense 
of facts. The prqffesaional scholar is one who is disturbed ' 
and whose curiosity^is aroused not by the inc^Ongruity ' 
of evidence, but by formulation hypotheses drawn 
£rom existing theory, 2 

With the above information in mind, one migh^ be able to see 

how the problem of studying Black, communication is even more 

methodotogtcally confounded given the fact that existing communication 

theory does^not taTce into consideration the primary asaumptions of the « 

AfrTcan world view. (/Thus, the methodological problems facing those 

.interested in studying Btack communication ca« be summed up as 

follows : ' ' < ^ 

<^ . , ■ ■ ■ 

1. Defi/iing Black in a way that is cbnsisteiy with an attitude 
;^ * of mind. • - , ' , v 

2. Convincing potential researchers that Blacki are not simply 
a negrected/j[>c^ulation that is either devoid of culture or is 
simply an incomplete form of the**'dominant'' culture, 

3. Developing research methodologies .that are based upon primary 
assumptions that are the same as the primary assumpfckins'that 
support Black cofnmunication. . ^ » 



